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ABSTRACT
'Whatever' is commonly used in English and has many

different functions and meanings, and in spoken American
discourse, has taken on new meanings and now indicates

scorn or indifference for something, depending on

word is uttered.

how

the

This thesis examines real language in use

to observe the different intonation contours associated
with the discourse marker 'whatever' to see if or how these

contours contribute to the pragmatic meaning associated
with the different functions.

In order to carry out the

analysis, I employ both an Interactional Sociolinguistic
and Conversational Analysis approach to investigate the

different pragmatic meanings.

I use corpus linguistic

methodology to gather data from the Santa Barbara Corpus of
American Spoken English.

To quantify my findings, I used

voice analysis software, Praat, to retrieve and draw

intonation contours of the various tokens.

I found three

different intonation patterns, however there was no one

intonation pattern associated with any one particular

pragmatic meaning.

Instead, a combination of volume,

tempo, and a speaker’s register act as context cues to
create the various pragmatic meanings associated with the
discourse marker 'whatever'.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Whatever...
Although the word 'whatever' is used in many contexts,

it can be argued that perhaps the most popular function of

this word is to shut down a conversation or to dismiss a
speaker's utterance.

According to a poll conducted by

Marist College in 2010, 39% of Americans found 'whatever'
to be the most annoying word (Manker, 2010).

Despite Americans' dislike for this word,

'whatever' is

commonly used in English and has many different functions and

meanings.

However, over the years, the usage and meaning of

'whatever' have been evolving.

Wesch (2009), a professor of

Cultural Anthropology at the University of Kansas, argues

that thanks to movies from the 90s like 'Clueless' and songs

like 'Smells like Teen Spirit' by Nirvana, the word
'whatever' has become commonly used as an interjection in

everyday conversation.

So, it can be argued that because of

pervasive media influence,

'whatever' in spoken American

discourse has taken on new meanings and now indicates scorn

or indifference for something, such as a remark or suggestion
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(American Heritage Dictionary, 2007).

For example, "I told

you to clean your room-'Whatever'" is used discourteously to

indicate that the speaker doesn't consider the topic worthy
of further discussion.

Depending on the context, this example can be seen as

pragmatically equivalent to "so what; who cares," implying

that the statement is irrelevant or insignificant to the
speaker, thereby indicating their indifference to the
However, depending on the

previous speaker's statement.

tone of voice, the choice of pitch a speaker makes at the

onset of an utterance to indicate the attitude or stance

toward the prior one, this example can also indicate scorn
(Wennerstrom, 2001).

Therefore, this thesis will examine real language in use
to observe the different intonation contours associated with
the word 'whatever' to see if or how these contours

contribute to the pragmatic meaning associated with the

different functions of the word 'whatever' in context.

In

other words, is there a consistent intonation pattern that
correlates with a specific pragmatic meaning, or are there
other prosodic or paralinguistic cues that help to contribute
to the varying pragmatic meanings of 'whatever' in context?

2

Literature Review
Theory of Contextualization

In order to understand the pragmatic meaning of
'whatever' in context, we must first understand how it

functions in natural spoken discourse.

One framework that

can be applied to investigate the influence of prosodic

features and their impact on pragmatic meaning and social
interaction is known as Interactional Sociolinguistics

(IS).

Interactional Sociolinguistics is a

theoretical\methodological approach developed by John
Gumperz (1982), which examines social interaction to

understand how participants within a conversation construct
and interpret meaning.

Moreover, this theoretical\methodological approach is
interdisciplinary as it blends insight and tools from

anthropology, linguistics, and sociology into an
interpretive framework to examine meaning making in social
interaction.

A crucial aspect of this approach attempts to make the
connection between empirical communicative forms, such as

words and prosody, and to examine how participants are
using these forms and for what purpose.
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Therefore in an IS analysis speaking is viewed as a

reflexive process in that everything said is directly
related to previous information in the conversation, the

present circumstances or past events.

"Hence, speaking

ties into a communicative ecology that significantly
affects the interaction" (Gumperz, 1982, p. 221).

In other words, interlocutors must make judgments at
simultaneous levels of meaning, through inferential
processes to interpret what has been said and generate

expectations about what is to come.

So, members of a

speech community use interpretative frames, as well as
their background knowledge, attitudinal stance, socio
cultural knowledge, assumptions and social values

associated with various message components to enable

participants to draw inferences about the meaning of what

is being said, and what is going on in the conversation.

We can never be certain of the meaning of a particular
utterance, but by looking at systematic patterns in the
data, we can gather strong evidence for the utterances true

and intended meaning.

4'

Discourse Markers and Contextualization
In her work on discourse markers, Schiffrin (1987)
examined a subset of function words as contextualization

cues, which she called discourse markers (DM), to
illustrate how the contextualization process functions.
For example, she examined function words such as

and

y'know

well,

oh

and found that these discourse markers function

as meta-communicative strategies.

Schiffrin writes that

discourse markers are defined as "sequentially dependent
elements which bracket units of talk," which are classified
"as members of a functional class of verbal (and non

verbal) devices which provide contextual coordinates for

ongoing talk" (p. 31,40).
According to Schiffrin (1987), "sequentially dependent

elements which bracket units of talk" means that the

occurrence of the marker depends on the sequence of events
at the level of discourse, rather than at the local level
of the clause.

"Bracket" means that discourse markers

occur at the periphery of other "units of talk." In other

words, DMs don't usually contribute to the information
structure in discourse; rather they tend to function on an

interactional and organizational level.
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The term "element" refers to lexical elements, but

prosodic elements may also distinguish and define the
function and meaning of the discourse markers.

Moreover,

Schiffrin's definition is broad as DMs may be associated
with several different types of constituents.

For example,

the unit may be syntactic, semantic, or the intonational

phrase (Wennerstrom, 2001).
In order to better understand how DMs function within

context, Schiffrin devised a model of contextualization.
In this model there are five domains in which a DM can
operate.

They are the ideational structure, information

state, participation framework, action structure and
exchange structure.

with propositions.

The ideational structure is concerned
The information state is concerned with

the organization and management of speaker/hearer knowledge

and meta-knowledge.

A participation framework concentrates

on the social sides of the speaker/hearer.

It is concerned

with their alignments, relationships to each other and to
what they are saying.

An action structure incorporates

structured knowledge about what constitutes particular

actions and their consequences.
exchange structure.

The final domain is the

An exchange structure is concerned

with the organization and distribution of turns at talk
6

among participants (Schiffrin, 1987).

What is important to

realize is that these DMs can function in multiple domains
simultaneously.

In other words, markers can display

relationships between units in more than one domain at a
time.

Moreover, this multi-functionality comes from the

linguistic properties (semantic, lexical, and deictic) of
markers as well as the units they bracket.

In terms of meaning and discourse markers, it is
important to note that discourse markers do not create

meaning or structure, but "select and display" already
recoverable meaning or structural relations between

utterances.

This is why infrencing is involved in deriving

the meaning (Schiffrin, 1987, p. 31) .

'Whatever' as a Discourse Marker
Applying Shiffrin's theory of contextualization,

Kleiner (1998) examined how the word "whatever" functioned
in discourse.

In this investigation he argued that

"whatever" functions on three levels of discourse.
He writes that "whatever 1" (Wl) is a filler item and

is used when a speaker is having problems recalling items
from memory or when the speaker is uncertain about the

7

validity, accuracy, or appropriateness of a statement or

item.

When W1 is used as a list filler it is usually

preceded by "or", and occurs clause finally.

W1 also functions to downplay "the weakness of the
speaker's presentation and thereby reassure the listener

that the failure to supply the correct item does not impair
the speaker's larger discourse role" (Kleiner, 1998, p.

608).

Moreover, W1 when used with label problems is

usually followed by another clause starting with "and,"
"so," or "but."
Kleiner writes that "Whatever 2" (W2) is only attested

to once in the data but is more common in everyday
conversation than the data would lead us to believe.

W2 is

employed when a speaker wishes to suspend an argument,
which is deemed irresolvable so that interaction may

continue.

In other words, the participants use W2 as a

device to stop the argument because they are in direct

opposition with each other, and they know they will never
come to an agreement.

Moreover, to continue to converse on

the topic would damage the relationship between the

participants; therefore, it is best to agree to disagree.
"Whatever 3" (W3) functions in what Kleiner calls

pseudo-argumentation, to signal speaker orientation toward
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the material proceeding it in the utterance.

Kleiner

(1998) writes W3 "marks material as other-authored and at
the same time signals the speaker's disaffiliation with, or

opposition to, its content" (p. 602).

In other words, the

speaker is indicating that what is being said is not their
position, and they are not committed to the utterance.
W3 functions on the ideational level of discourse as

well.

It brings in and represents the "antagonist's

position or support of a position" (Kleiner, 1998, p. 603).

It also expresses the speaker's doubt about the credibility
or validity of that position.

Kleiner also found in his

data cases where W1 and W3 functioned simultaneously.

Although he studied how and on what plane of discourse
"whatever" functioned, he did not focus on the prosodic

elements, which play a crucial role in the interpretation

of their contextual pragmatic meaning.

According to

Wennerstrom (2001) prosody is defined as the musical
attributes of speech and is comprised of intonation,
rhythm, tempo, loudness, and the distribution of pauses

that interact with syntax, lexical meaning and segmental
phonology in spoken discourse.
Though some of the functions of these tokens have been

studied, the different prosodic contextualization cues that
9

act in conjunction with "whatever" to convey pragmatic

meaning have not.

Schiffrin (1987) writes:

Although my analysis of discourse markers is primarily

an analysis of how particular expressions are used to

organize conversational interaction, the impact that a
single expression has in conversation may differ
depending upon the way in which it is said...because

the role of intonation and prosody is important.

(p. ix)

The Role of Prosody in
Contextual!zation
According to Gumperz (1982), suprasegmental (prosodic)

features of speech are crucial to understanding the nature

of an interaction as they play a major role in
conversational inferencing—the process by which
participants in a speech event co-construct and negotiate

meaning.

In everyday conversational exchanges, subtle

messages are conveyed largely through prosody.

Gumperz

terms such message conveying features contextualization

cues (Gumperz, 1977, p. 191—211).

Prosody is an important

contextualization cue that allows us to interpret the
message actually conveyed.
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Prosody has universal and language specific functions.

Universally, prosodic features tend to convey emotional
states and differ from one genre of spoken discourse to
another.

Prosody, particularly intonation, conveys meaning

that cannot be determined solely by lexical and syntactic
features.

By studying these features, the analyst can

determine the intended meaning of an utterance, as these

features are shown to affect situated interpretation at the

interactive and content level.

Making the Case to Study Prosody

In order to study prosody, the analyst must first
decide what approach to employ and then what features of
prosody to examine.

Much of the work done on prosody

concentrates on intonation.

The English language makes

extensive use of this prosodic element as speakers employ
it to manipulate their pitch and stress on particular words
and phrases in order to convey meaning.

Furthermore, in

English these cues signal special discourse functions as
well as indicate the style of the utterance.

Hence a

speaker decides how to convey an utterance via intonation

based on the discursive context.
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Therefore, when attempting to determine the entire meaning
of an utterance (semantic and pragmatic) within a

particular conversational context, prosodic analysis is
most useful.

Previous Studies of Prosody, Discourse
Markers and Meaning
Only a few studies have looked at prosody and
discourse markers, focusing on various aspects on prosody
such as intonation and the connection to function/meaning.

Ferrerra (1997) examined the intonation of three functions

of the word anyway: additive, dismissive, and resumptive.
She found that the first two types retained their semantic

meaning (besides; nonetheless) , while the resumptive use of

anyway functioned as a DM and thus the meaning was
recoverable from the surrounding discourse.

found that the DM

anyway

Moreover, she

always occurred in the sentence

initial position and functioned to subtlety signal a

resumption of thought by the narrator (Ferrara, 1997).

Furthermore, Ferrerra also discovered that
intonationaly, all three types carry different patterns.
By examining the frequency of each type of

anyway

from five

different male speakers and three female speakers, three
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distinct contours were visible.

Additive

anyway

showed a

flat contour at 85 Hz with a fluctuation of 11 Hz between
high and low points.

Dismissive

anyway

gleaned a rise-fall

contour.

A typical contour was 129-101 Hz.

DM

was very different from the other two types.

anyway

However, the
Men

demonstrated a sharp rising peak up to 181 Hz, followed by
a low with an average drop of 57 Hz.

found was 153-181-123 Hz.

A typical pattern

According to Ferrerra, what

these findings suggest is that intonation acts as a context

clue to help participants decide how to perceive the
organization of the discourse.
Another study, which looked at discourse markers,

prosody and meaning was performed by Benus, Gravano, and

Hirshberg (2007), cognitive linguists from Columbia

University.

This study examined the role of prosody in

"cuing a scale of negative meanings associated with the use

of 'whatever' " (p. 2629).

The researchers suggest that

'whatever' has developed a pragmatic meaning "signaling a

continuum of attitudes between neutral and negative," and
in some cases, a desire to terminate the conversation at

hand (p. 2629).
Using perception and production studies, the

researchers found that the more negative the meaning, the
13

more likely it is for that token to have an additional
pitch accent, be longer in duration and have an expanded
pitch range on the first syllable, carry the pitch accent

on the first syllable and constitute a separate

intonational phrase.

Moreover, the results of the

perception experiments gleaned that, in some contexts,
prosody is a reliable context cue that signals the degree

of negativity implied within 'whatever'.

But in some

cases, lexical contextual cues affect the perception of
negativity as well.
The study found that the degree of pragmatic meaning

is changed when the duration between the first and second

syllable is longer in duration.

Benus, Gravano and

Hirschberg write, "the degree of negativity correlates with
the strength of the prosodic boundary between the first two

syllables of 'whatever'" (p. 2632).

Support for a

correlation between a flat pitch contour, combined with

final syllable lengthening also imply a negative meaning.
But there were also examples of flat pitch contours that

implied boredom as well.

This suggests that there are

multiple intonation or pitch contours that implied the same
pragmatic meaning. The problem with this particular study

is that most of the data used to analyze the production of
14

prosodic features associated with influencing the pragmatic
meaning of 'whatever' were not from real language use in

context.

Although the researchers used tokens from real

conversational contexts such as The Jerry Springer Show,

they claimed that the sound files were too poor in quality

to analyze.

Instead, the researchers had the subjects read

or act out written transcripts from this show.

One group

heard all 14 tokens (out of a possible 120) with just

prosody and no context and then asked to determine their
)

pragmatic meaning.

A second group was given the context

and the recorded sound files from the production studies,
while the last group only received the information about

the context and was given transcripts to determine the

varying PMs of whatever.

Much like the study performed by Benus, Gravano, and
Hirschberg, I plan to investigate the different intonation
patterns associated with 'whatever'; however, I plan to use

real conversations from the Santa Barbara Corpus of
American Spoken English—not reproductions—as examining real

language-in-context as it emerges is the only way to
discover if or how intonation influences the pragmatic

meaning of an utterance.
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CHAPTER TWO
METHODOLOGY

In order to carry out the analysis, I employed both an

interactional sociolinguistic (Gumperz, 1982) and
conversational analysis (Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson,
1974; Atkinson and Heritage, 1984) approach to investigate
the different pragmatic meanings associated with the

discourse marker 'whatever'.

In addition, I used corpus

linguistic methodology (Biber, Conrad and Reppen, 1998;

Baker, 2006) to gather data to investigate the different
pragmatic meanings of the word 'whatever'.

In an attempt

to quantify my findings, I used voice analysis software,
Praat, to retrieve and draw intonation contours when

'whatever' functioned as a discourse marker.

I will begin

this chapter by reviewing literature related to prosody and
intonation to define the way that I use these terms in the
analysis of my data.

Second, I will turn to a discussion

of a Conversation Analytic Approach and then an

Interactional Sociolinguistic Approach to data analysis.
will then explain the methods for data collection and
analysis that I employed specifically.
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I

Prosody in Discourse Analysis and
Social Interaction
The inclusion and investigation of prosody was

excluded from the structural approach to linguistics, which
grounded its investigations in written, not spoken
language.

Moreover, structuralists examined sentences that

were not from natural discourse; therefore, there was no

need to include prosody as an- important aspect of

linguistics.

However, within the past 30 years prosody has

become important, as the field of linguistics moved from a
structuralist approach to one that examines language use in
a natural context, stressing the importance of empirical
data.

Now, prosody is seen as a crucial feature necessary

in understanding meaning within context.

For example,

Couper-Kuhlen and Selting (1996) stress the central role
that prosody plays in interaction, claiming that prosodic

cues "make social interaction more than a mere exchange of
words as some of the cues in everyday live speech events
are prosodic in nature" (p. 1). These prosodic cues include

pitch, volume and duration, for example.
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Definition of Prosodic Features
Prosody has universal and language specific functions.

Universally, prosodic features tend to convey emotional
states and differ from one genre of spoken discourse to
another.

Prosody, particularly intonation, conveys meaning

that cannot be determined solely by lexical and syntactic

features.

By studying these features, the analyst can

determine the intended meaning of an utterance, as these
features are shown to affect situated interpretation at the

interactive and content level (Couper-Kuhlen and Selting,
1996) .

Intonation as a Contextualization Cue
According to Couper-Kuhlen (2003), there are three

schools of thought about intonation: intonation as grammar,
intonation as information flow, and intonation as

contextualization.

These three approaches differ greatly

in the importance they attribute to prosodic form and

function.

Because in conversational discourse, speakers

manipulate the linguistic features of the intonation unit
to signal interactional intentions, the third and final
approach to intonation investigates real discourse, but

emphasizes the importance of context in order for an

18

utterance to be fully interpretable.

Since intonation is a

prime contextualization cue, this approach is properly
named "intonation as contextualization." But from this

approach, emphasis is placed on other features of

intonation, not just pitch configurations.

Often there are

multiple cues such as volume and timing, which accompany
pitch that enables the listeners to infer what the speaker

had implied.
Intonation
One way to highlight information is through

intonation.

To understand intonation, it is first

necessary to understand pitch.

Pitch is the relative

highness and lowness of the voice.

According to Celce-

Murcia, Brinton and Goodwin (1996) normal conversation
moves between middle and high pitch, with low pitch
signaling the end of an utterance.

used to express strong emotion.

The extra high is often

English make use of pitch

variation over the length of an entire utterance.

called intonation.

This is

Pitch alone cannot indicate the

fundamental meaning of the word itself.

Rather it reflects

the discourse context in which the word occurs.

example, the one word utterance

now

For

uttered with a rising

pitch contour from middle to high, could signify a
19

question.

However, the same utterance was produced with a

falling pitch contour, from high to low indicates a

command.

If the utterance is pronounced with a rising

falling intonation, then it signals speaker certainty.
However, pronounced with rising intonation, the same

utterance can indicate Intonation also signals attitude or
a display of emotion.

Celce-Murcia, Brinton and Goodwin

(1996) provide an example using the word ’great'.

One

functions to signal enthusiasm, one perfunctory, and the

other, sarcasm.

The attitude of the speaker will vary in

all three examples.

A perfunctory or neutral utterance is

produced with a falling intonation.

However, when

great

is

pronounced with broader movement from high to low, it
signifies the speaker's enthusiasm.

Finally, when

great

is

uttered in the sarcastic way, the intonation becomes

flatter than that of the previous two utterances.
Register
One of the prosodic features available for examination

is register, as it is another aspect of intonation beyond
the intonation phrase, which cues inferences in

interactional discourse.

Register is defined as the

relative position of an intonation phrase within a
speaker's overall voice range (Cruttenden, 1986, p. 129).
20

The norm for register, according to Cruttenden (1986) is

for intonation phrases to be positioned roughly in the

lower third of a speaker’s voice range.

Marked uses of

register occur when the whole range of pitch configuration
within an intonation phrase is moved to a higher, or within
limits to a lower, position in the speaker’s voice range.
Moreover, much like intonation, speakers use register

internationally to signal many meanings, such as excitement
and doubt (Cruttenden, 1986).

Volume and Timing

According to Wennerstrom (2001), volume and timing are
two other variables that interact with the intonation

system.

In other words, "the volume and timing with which

an utterance is said can have consequences for its
interpretation" (p. 46).
Paralinguistic Features

According to Wennerstrom (2001), paralanguage is the

color of every day speech.

In other words, paralanguage

demonstrates the way something is said may vary, even

though the words remain the same.

Wennerstrom defines

paralanguage as "the variation of pitch, tempo, volume and

voice quality that a speaker makes for pragmatic,
emotional, and stylistic reasons" (p. 60).
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Moreover, paralanguage is also an important element in the

creation of individualized speech styles.

Conversational Analysis and Social
Interaction

Conversational analysis (CA) is the contemporary method
used by linguistics, sociologists, anthropologists and
anyone else who is interested in analyzing and understanding

social interaction.

Developed by Sacks, Schegloff, and

Jefferson (1974), CA examines everyday conversations but is

also used to study many more specialized forms of
communication including interaction in educational, legal,
political, mass media, and medical settings.

CA is based on the idea that people "do things with
words," as first noted by Austin (1962).

"Doing things

with words" includes questioning, describing, disagreeing
and many other kinds of speech acts used to perform social
interaction.

CA was developed from previous social science
perspectives that recognized the important and fundamental

role that language has in the construction and management
of personal and social identities and relationships.

Thus,

CA emphasizes the ideas that by doing things with words, we
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are performing an action and creating social interaction.

Therefore, these actions are meaningful and construct
meaning through a combination of content and context.

Another idea that CA emphasizes is that to be socially

meaningful, the meaning of actions must be shared (or

intersubjective).

In other words, in order for meaning

making to occur, both participants must share the same
cultural and linguistic signals necessary to converse—the

fundamental property of social interaction.

This sharing

may not be perfect, but it is normally good enough for the

participants to keep the conversation going.
One reason sharing may not always be perfect is that

meanings are singular and can only make sense when
interpreted in the context in which the actions or speech

acts function.

Therefore, meaning making and the

interpretation of it depends upon many variables, such as

the relationship between participants and how they uptake
and express an utterance.

CA seeks to identify and explain

the role that these variables play in the construction of
social interaction.
The primary approach to CA examines the sequencing of

utterances, as the built in, turn-by-turn organization of
conversation is an essential source in understanding the
23

construction of human social interaction.

According to

Schegloff (2007), the basic principal behind the concept of
sequence is that actions are simultaneously context shaped
and context renewing.

In other words, social interaction,

and hence conversations, emerge as the participants

construct and manage the conversation.

Furthermore, since

each action will be understood as responsive to the

previous one, the understanding that it displays is open
for inspection.

As mentioned previously, CA is used in many social

scientific disciplines where the importance of empirical
data is emphasized.

The CA method requires the analyst to

record and transcribe the conversational content and

context, as CA considers these elements of social

interaction empirical evidence.

So, unlike interviews and

analyst observations, CA relies on this evidence without

having to manipulate, direct or intervene in the subject's
behavior (Atkinson and Heritage, 1984).
The benefit of using a CA approach is that an analyst
can examine the minute details, such as prosody, that

contribute to and construct the conversation.

Furthermore,

because CA analysts have always been concerned with the
timing of talk, some CA studies have examined the role of
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timing in turn taking.

For example, Goodwin (1981)

examined the role pausing plays in turn-taking.

He found

that speakers may pause mid turn for strategic reasons such
as to secure the other participants' attention.

Other CA studies have examined how prosody contributes
to the display of participants and their goals and

priorities, their influences and assumptions and to the
overall coherence of the conversation.

One such study was

performed by John Local (1996) but based on Heritage's
(1984) work on the interactional particle "oh".

Local

examined the different prosodic and phonetic features
associated with the interactional particle "oh" in everyday

conversation.

Local employed CA to investigate the

phonetics of interaction, concentrating on four types of
'oh'-tokens: free standing, additional components in same

turn (assessments and partial repeat of previous

utterance), free standing in question-elicited informings
and tokens which functioned as an indicator of surprise.

He found that each type of 'oh'-token has different

and varying pitch contours, depending on the function and
context of the utterance.

For example, free standing 'oh'-

token usually have a falling pitch, display prominence and

end low in the speaker's range.
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All of these prosodic

features are associated with terminating a topic or
signaling a topic shift—doing things with words.

Local

(1996) writes: "only falling pitch movement is illustrated.
One account for this pitch choice is that a falling pitch

contour" in this particular context "strongly project
finality/completeness, and participants orient to this by
not continuing their talk or in proposing topic changes"

(p. 183).

However, Local cautions researchers in their

attempts to assign any one given pitch contour to any one
given function.

For example, he found two free standing,

’oh’-tokens that functioned to change or terminate the

topic that displayed rising pitch.

He writes instead, that

it is essential to show how pitch configurations are
’doing' the function (i.e.

rising-falling pitch is doing

surprise) by showing "how the participants themselves take
to it and identify the appropriate interactional evidence"
(Local, 1996, p. 202).

This is one of the basic principals

in performing CA; "the analysis proposed must be tied to,

and grounded in, the observable behavior of participants in

interaction" (Local, 1996, p. 179).
Therefore, CA will be beneficial in looking at the
influence that intonation plays in signaling a speaker's

intended pragmatic meaning associated with 'whatever'.
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Interactional Sociolinguistics and
Prosody

According to Gumperz (1982) prosody is a contextual

cue, which is necessary in interpreting a message within a
particular conversational context.

Gumperz writes that

prosodic and paralinguistic contours are essential in
understanding the nature of an interaction and play a

crucial role in the identifications of interpretive frames.
Moreover, he claimed that members of a speech community use

these interpretative frames, as well as their background

knowledge, attitudinal stance, socio-cultural knowledge,

assumptions and social values associated with various
message components to enable participants to draw
inferences about the meaning of what is being said and what

is going on in the conversation.

He calls this process of

interpretation, conversational.

Gumperz (1982) writes this

about the prosody and the inferential process:
We can never be certain of the ultimate meaning of a

message, but by looking at systematic patterns in the
relationship of perception of surface cues to
interpretation, we can gather strong evidence for the

social basis of contextualization conventions.
(p. 100-101)
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Therefore, it can be argued that these prosodic cues

do not mean anything in isolation.

Instead, these cues

function to activate the speaker’s cultural knowledge

within a particular speech event, providing the listener
with the culturally appropriate prosodic cues necessary for
the interpretation of an utterance.

Moreover, these

prosodic features vary from language to language, or

culture to culture.
One such study that exemplifies how Gumperz (1982)

employs IS research methods is found in his analysis of the

problems of discrimination among Indian and Pakistani

cafeteria employees at a British airport.

Interactional

Sociolinguistics is a theoretical\methodological approach
developed by John Gumperz (1982), which examines social

interaction to understand how participants within a
conversation construct and interpret meaning.

Upon hiring these new employees, customers and
supervisors were complaining that the Indian and Pakistanis

were "surly and uncooperative" (p. 173).

However, the Pakistani and Indian cafeteria employees felt
they were being discriminated against. In order to
determine what the problem was, Gumperz (1982) recorded
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customer and employee interaction in the cafeteria.

Customers were asked if they wanted gravy.

Both the

British and South Asian employees asked this question by

just saying the word "gravy?" He found a small contrast in

the pitch and intonation that accounted for the complaints.

British employees said gravy with a rising intonation,
while the South Asian employees said gravy with a falling

intonation (which is normal in this variety of English).

These paralinguistic differences accounted for the

different impressions held by both cultural groups.

For

example, in British English, when the intonation rises at
the end of an utterance, it implies a question such as

"would you like some gray?" However, "gravy" said with a
falling intonation would then be interpreted as a statement
meaning "This is gravy."

Gumperz then showed the relevant portions of the tape-

recorded interactions to both the British and Southern
Asian groups.

Both groups pointed to places in the data to

prove their claims of rudeness, uncooperativeness and
discrimination.

Upon explanation, these different English-

speaking groups understood that different intonation

patterns resulted in different meanings.

So, because

speakers of British English are used to hearing questions
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uttered with a rising intonation contour, when "gravy” was
uttered with a falling intonation pattern it sounded rude

to British speakers, while South Asian speakers were
oblivious to the impression they were giving.
This example illustrates that prosodic and

paralinguistic phenomena can play a large and important

role in conveying and interpreting meaning and in
negotiating relationships.

Moreover, this example

\

illustrates that these cues function to activate the

\

speaker's cultural knowledge within a particular speech

\

event, providing the listener with the culturally

appropriate prosodic cues necessary for the interpretation
of an utterance.

Corpus Linguistics and Data Collection
In order to study the prosodic features associated

with the different uses of "whatever," I used the Santa

Barbara Corpus of American Spoken English, which is
comprised of many different genres of naturally occurring
speech.

These genres range from conversations to sermons,

and the participants vary in age, occupation and gender.
All of these conversations were already transcribed
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’

for prosody using Bucholtz’s and Du Bois's (2006)

transcription conventions.

According to McErnery and Wilson (2001), corpus

studies have grown in popularity and number since the 1980s
as techniques and new arguments in favor of the use of

corpora became more apparent.

Even more popular today,

corpus linguistics is a maturing methodologically, and the

range of languages addressed by corpus linguistics is

growing at a rapid pace.
Corpus-based or similar methods have been used since
the nineteenth century.

For example, in 1877, Taine

studied the diaries of infant language acquisition.
However, it wasn't until the 1980s that people began to

utilize corpus-based approaches as the personal computer
was invented and became widely available.

In fact, the

number of these types of studies had increased twofold
every five years between 1976-1991 (Baker, 2006).

According to Baker (2006), what makes this approach to
the study of language very popular is that "corpus

linguistics utilizes bodies of electronically encoded text,
implementing a more qualitative methodology" (p. 4).

As

Biber, Conrad and Reppen (1998) point out, corpus based

research depends on both quantitative and qualitative
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techniques.

They write "association patterns represent

quantitative relations, measuring the extent to which

features and variants are associated with contextual
factors.

However, functional (qualitative) interpretation

is also an essential step in any corpus-based analysis"

(p. 4).

Thus a corpus based methodology is useful because

it gleans both quantitative and qualitative findings,
providing a much clearer picture as to how naturally

occurring language works in context.

Corpora: Description, Function, and
Types
Corpora are generally very large, containing thousands
or even millions of words.

These corpora contain

representative examples of a particular type of naturally
occurring language, which establishes a standard reference
by which claims about language can be measured.

Electronic

corpora contain linguistic information such as words or

parts of speech, which allows the analyst to carry out

large-scale grammatical analyses.

For example, one could

do a frequency search to locate how many times a particular

word occurs when it is used as a particular part of speech.
Other types of information can be encoded in a corpus
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as well.

For example, in spoken corpora containing

transcripts of dialogue, characteristics such as gender,

age, and geographical location of each participant are also
included.

Therefore, this allows for language comparisons

to be made about different types of speakers.

For example,

a corpus-based analysis, using this non-linguistic
information, would be helpful for the researcher who wanted

to track the gender or age of speakers who use the word
"dude".

So, in other words, a corpus-based approach

enables the analyst to not only identify and track
linguistic phenomena, but it also provides the analyst with
the ability to identify and track social phenomena such as

identity construction and group affiliation (Baker, 2006).
There are many different types of corpora: Spoken and

written, general and specialized, and monolingual and

multilingual just to name a few.

For example, general

corpora are composed of texts that do not belong to any
single field or register (Baker, 2006).

However, some

corpora are specialized and designed to investigate the
characteristics of a specific register.

For example,

Michigan State University designed a corpus utilizing

academic and occluded texts such as student essays, letters
of recommendation, lectures, and conversations from study
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groups.

This corpus is called MICASE, and it has been used

to identify and count the frequency of academic words.

From these findings, a list of the most and least
frequently used academic words was created to aid in the

instruction of second language learners.

The Santa Barbara

Corpus of American English is a general corpus as the
recordings and transcripts are from face-to-face

conversations, sermons, telephone conversations, lectures
and many other types of talk.

Data Collection
The first step I took in this study was to find a

corpus that I could have free access to.

Not only did I

need the written transcripts, but I also needed the audio
portion as I was examining the prosodic features associated

with the different pragmatic meanings of the discourse

marker,

'whatever'.

By using the Santa Barbara Corpus of

American English, I had access to 60 recordings, although
not all of the recordings were face-to face conversation,
nor did they all contain the word 'whatever'.

However,

because I wanted to examine the different intonation
contours associated with 'whatever', these recordings
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provided me with all of the prosodic features that are

often just represented via transcription.

Therefore, not

only did I have access to the written transcriptions, but I
also had the recordings of the actual conversations, which

made the analysis much easier and perhaps more accurate
than if I were to just analyze the written transcripts
alone.

As Heritage & Atkinson (1984) write:

"transcriptions cannot represent the recordings in their

full detail"

(p. 1).

But more importantly, they are

selective and specifically transcribed based on the context
of the conversation.

The basic goal of transcription in CA

is to systematically "reveal the sequential features of

talk" (Atkinson and Heritage, 1984, p. 1).
In order to search the Santa Barbara corpus for the
discourse marker 'whatever', I ran a keyword search through
a program called CLAN.

The acronym CLAN stands for

Computerized Language Analysis.

It is a program that is

designed specifically to analyze data transcribed in the

format of the Child Language Data Exchange System (CHILDES)
through TalkBank— an interdisciplinary research project.

CLAN allows one to perform a large number of automatic
analyses on transcript data.

The analyses include

frequency counts, word searches, co-occurrence analyses,
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MLU counts, interactional analyses, text changes, and
morphosyntactic analysis.
Once I retrieved the results of my word search using

CLAN, I went through the data to see how each token of

'whatever' functioned.

CLAN returned 86 tokens.

these tokens functioned as discourse markers.

50 of

Therefore,

over 56% of the tokens of 'whatever' found in this corpus

function as discourse markers.

Data Analysis

A crucial aspect of both an Interactional
Sociolinguistic and a Conversational Analysis approach

attempts to make the connection between empirical
communicative forms, such as words and prosody, and to

examine how participants are using these forms and for what

purpose.

By applying CA and IS, I was able to determine

what the participants' interactional goals were by looking

to see where (syntactically/sequentially) and how
(prosodically) the speakers said 'whatever'.

Also, by

applying CA, I was able to determine how the participants
were orienting to each other by examining how these
participants were using the word 'whatever', pragmatically.
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That is, by examining the various functions of the

discourse marker 'whatever', I could determine the
speaker's intended pragmatic meaning and the interactional

goal they wished to achieve by using/saying 'whatever' in
that particular way.

In other words, by employing CA and

IS, I was able to identify the different pragmatic

meanings/functions by contextualizing the particular
conversations.

This means I had to have some background on

the speaker's biographical and geographical information as

well as a brief synopsis of the conversations.

Armed with

these minimal clues, as well as the written and audio

transcripts including the sequential interaction within
which 'whatever' was contextualized, I was able to

determine the speaker's interactional goals, their stance
and thus their intended pragmatic meaning by taking all of

these data to contextualize the conversation.

Following the CA and IS approaches, I was able to

determine the pragmatic meaning of the various types of the
discourse marker 'whatever' by examining the utterances
before and after the speaker says 'whatever'.

In other

words, I could see how participants were using the word
whatever to signal, via implicature, particular kinds of
attitudinal or emotional displays.
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For example, the

majority of examples glean that participants use 'whatever'
when they cannot recall a word or wish to acknowledge that
the missing information will not impede understanding the

rest of the discourse.

This type of discourse marker tends

to occur in the clause final position and tends to be
proceeded by ’or’ or ’and*.

More importantly, speakers

tend to use this to signal simple forgetfulness, but to
also imply that even though the speaker is unable to recall

a word, the hearer will still be able to understand the

full meaning that the speaker is attempting to get across.
Not only did the pragmatic meaning, and hence,

speaker’s intent come from the order of the discourse and
the interactional goal of the participants and their

orientation towards each other, but the prosodic features

of tempo, pitch and volume also influenced the meaning as
well as reflect the speaker’s/hearer's stance.

As

mentioned earlier, one important aspect of performing an IS
analysis is to be able to contextualize not only the

content of what is being said or the participant's
orientations to one another, but also the prosodic features
and the implications they embody.

I, therefore, conducted an analysis of how the speaker

used pitch, register, tempo and volume to signal
38

interactional intentions.

After categorizing each token

type based on the CA analysis of the transcripts, I went

back to the audio transcripts and listened to those salient
portions of the conversations.

After importing the sound

files from the corpus, I put them into Praat so that I
could measure the frequency (pitch) in hertz and extract

visible pitch contours that represent how each token was
uttered.

Praat is a computer program with which one can

analyze, synthesize, and manipulate speech, and create

high-quality pictures for articles and theses.
In extracting the different pitch contours, I had to
adjust the pitch range from 75 Hz to 300 Hz for a male
voice and 100 Hz to600 Hz for female voices.

The pitch

floor had to be set lower than 75Hz in many cases as
'whatever' is often uttered in the lower portion of a
person's register, creating creaky voice, which contains

difficult frequencies to detect.

Despite my desperate

attempts to manipulate the frequency of certain tokens,
many of the pitch contours that I extracted show breaks or

jumps in the contour, making it difficult to see if there

were similar intonation or pitch contours.

Therefore, in

addition to Praat, I used my ear to distinguish the

intonation contour type from the tokens I could not get
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good or accurate extractions of.

This is perfectly

acceptable as Wennerstrom (2000) argues.

She says, "there

is empirical evidence that the ear can be trained to

distinguish certain prosodic categories with a good degree

of accuracy" (p. 12).

This confirms that impressionistic

judgments are consistent with the physical signs, so my

interpretation of the different pitch contours is most

likely very accurate.

So by employing both CA and IS, I was able to
determine the context-dependent pragmatic meanings of each
utterance, and to help quantify my findings, I was able to
use Praat to draw the varying pitch contours.
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CHAPTER THREE

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Introduction

In this chapter, by employing an interactional
sociolinguistic and conversational analytic

theoretical\methodological lens, I attempt to identify the
various pragmatic meanings of the discourse marker

'whatever' by examining three types of intonation contours-

-rise/fall and fall/rise and a flat— arguing that there is
no one consistent intonation pattern associated with any
one pragmatic meaning.

Furthermore, I argue that intonation is not the only

contextualization cue in terms of creating the different
pragmatic meanings.

Instead, I identify and examine the

other prosodic and paralinguistic features that contribute
to and construct the various pragmatic meanings of
'whatever'z depending upon the context in which the word is

uttered.
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'Whatever' and The Rise/Fall Intonation
Contour
The majority of examples glean that participants use a

rise/fall intonation contour when they cannot recall a word
or wish to acknowledge that the missing information will
not impede understanding the rest of the discourse.

This

type of discourse marker tends to occur in the clause final

position and tends to be proceeded by or or

and.

More

importantly, speakers tend to use this to signal simple
forgetfulness, but to also imply that even though the

speaker is unable to recall a word, the hearer will still
be able to understand the full meaning that the speaker is
attempting to get across.

However, there are two other

pragmatic meanings associated with this intonation contour

as examples B and C will describe.
The following example (A) illustrates how intonation

is "doing" uncertainty and dismissiveness.

In other words,

within this particular context, the pragmatic meaning of
Example A is "I am not sure, but it does not matter".

In

addition to intonation, volume, timing and register also
serve as context cues to signal the pragmatic meaning.
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Example A

BS whatever

Time (s)
Figure 1.

Rise/Fall "I don't know"

In Example A, a young lady is recounting an experience
she had on the BART train in San Francisco, where a man

exposed himself to her.

(See appendix for transcription

conventions for the following conversations).
1

*REBEC:

# wh:at did he do .

2
3

## So then

*RICKI:

## U:m
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## did the newspaper ? &=ex

4
5

*RICKI:

you know:

6

# looking at it

7

you know

8

# making loud noises

9

guess &{1=X so I think &}1=X like that
or whatever

Example A demonstrates that a rise/fall intonation
pattern signals uncertainty on behalf of the speaker.
Perhaps one reason this particular token takes on the
rise/fall pattern is because the word "whatever" comes at

the end of the entire utterance.

According to Celia-

Murcia, Brinton & Goodwin (1996), pitch tends to fall at
the end of sentences to signal completion of the

thought/utterance/idea etc.

Another characteristic of this

rise/fall intonation pattern is that the second syllable
(ev) receives the stress and is the highest in pitch, as

illustrated in figure one.

Volume is also another contextualization cue that
contributed to the pragmatic meaning of this particular

token.

The speaker is uncertain about the details she is

including in the story of the assault.
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She uses volume and

the word 'whatever' to illustrate this doubt.

In lines 2

through 4, the young girl has no problem discussing certain

aspects of the story as her volume is loud and suggests

certainty of what she is saying.

However, in lines 5 and 7

her volume gets softer as she utters

you know.

In lines 6

and 8, Ricki again raises her volume suggesting she is sure

of the events she is recounting.

However, in line 9, Ricki

utters "I guess" and "or whatever" in a much softer volume
to signal her doubt and uncertainty about the information
she is recounting.

Moreover, Ricki’s register serves as a

contextualization cue to signal her doubt, as she uttered
'whatever' in the lower third of her pitch range.

Figure

one also illustrates that 'whatever' is uttered very low in

the female speaker's range (ranging roughly from 80hz and
peaking at 90hz).

Again, a female’s average pitch range,

ceiling to floor, is lOOhz to 500hz.

This shift in

register implies that the infrencing does not come in the

intonation contour alone.

It can be argued that because

Ricki is uncertain of what she is saying, as well as what
she is saying is extra propositional, she utters 'whatever'

in the lower portion of a typical female's pitch range.
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Again, this example illustrates that this particular
token is doing uncertainty.

It also demonstrates the

general pragmatic meaning associated with this type of

intonation contour and that intonation, register and volume
are all contextualization cues that contribute to the

pragmatic meaning of this utterance.

Moreover, this

example illustrates how paralanguage is an influencing

factor in the creation of individual speech styles and that
these prosodic features serve as context cues to signal the
idiosyncratic and nuanced degrees of emotion (Archer,

1993).

Or, as Johnstone (1996) states it, "such prosodic

qualities are important as individuals create speech styles
that reflect different aspects of their identity (as cited
in Wennerstrom, 2001, p. 63).

Example B and example C are also examples of rise/fall
intonation contours, but unlike example A, these two tokens

function to terminate the conversation.

However, because the

prosodic feat function as contextualization cues that signal
the emotional color of the utterance, the pragmatic meanings

tend to vary as the utterance is highly contextualized and
individualized (Archer, 1993).
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For example, the pragmatic meaning of 'whatever' in

example B is "I do not care and do not argue with me." But
the pragmatic meaning of example C is "shut up." "I do not

care and do not argue with me."

Example B

In B, a boy gets a pair of jeans for Christmas, but
the mother and father are unsure whether the pants will

fit, so the mother suggests that they could return them to
the store.

The father doesn't think it is necessary to
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decide immediately, so he uses the discourse marker

'whatever' to signal his annoyance and desire to terminate
the topic at hand.

(See appendix for transcription

symbols).

1

*LEA:

## Well ## or we could take it back
## you [ know in the +...

2
3

*TIM:

[ Yeah +...

4

*LEA:

in the ca:r ] .

5

*TIM:

&what-whatever J .

Intonation, volume and timing contribute to the

pragmatic meaning of this utterance in context.

As figure

2 illustrates, this token also takes on a rise/fall
pattern, but carries different pragmatic meaning and

function than the previous examples.

What creates the

difference in meaning between example A and B is the pitch

expansion on the word 'whatever'.

As figure 2 shows, the

"what" is uttered at 153 hz and drops all the way to 93 hz
on "er".

This pitch expansion serves as a

contextualization cue to signal Tim’s annoyance at having
to return the jeans, as pitch expansion functions

paralinguistically.

In other words, Tim employs an

expansive pitch range, which serves as a contextualization
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cue to signal both his annoyance as well as his desire to

terminate the conversation.
In relation to the speaker’s use of pitch extremes to
signal his annoyance, he also uttered the word 'whatever'

in his upper register.

Again, the typical span for a male

voice is 75 to 300 hz, while a female’s registers spans
from 100 to 500 hz (Ferrerra, 1997).

The fact that he

utters 'whatever' in his upper register serves as a

contextualization clue that signals his annoyance with
having to take back the jeans.

The norm for register,

according to Cruttenden (1986) is for intonation phrases to

be positioned roughly in the lower third of a speaker’s
voice range.

Marked uses of register occur when the whole

range of pitch configuration within an intonation phrase is

moved to a higher, or within limits to a lower, position in
the speaker's voice range.

Moreover, much like intonation,

speakers use register internationally to signal many
meanings, such as excitement and doubt (Cruttenden, 1986).
The volume in line 5 was louder than the previous utterance

in line 3 and 4, which indicates the speaker's displeasure

with the idea of having to take the jeans back.
Timing was also another indicator of the speaker's
attitude, which influenced the pragmatic meaning.
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In line 5 he uttered 'whatever' very quickly in

comparison to the surrounding discourse, which implies his

annoyance with the whole subject as well as his desire to
terminate the conversation.
Example C

file3 ywljiepal
18.0782752

17.2779906

Figure 3.

Rise/Fall "Shut Up"

In the following excerpt associated with Example C,

such prosodic and paralinguistic features include volume,
laughter, tone of voice, syllable lengthening and shift in
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register to imply the pragmatic meaning.

In example C, I

will argue that the pragmatic meaning of 'whatever' can be

inferred as being synonymous with "shut-up."
In this example, a couple and their friend are preparing
dinner.

Roy needs to wash the lettuce in order to make

salad, but the colander is being used so he has to use the
"salad spinner." The conversation focuses on how people in
the past did not need to have such devices as they did not

need to wash their vegetables because there were no
pesticides on the produce like there are in the present
(Refer to appendix for transcription key).

day.

1

*ROY:

[3 No J3

2

and they probably didn’t have to wash
their

3

Salads back then

4

because they didn't know:: what was on:
them .

5

*MARIL:

6

# &{1=FOOD &=laugh
## Yeah &}1=FOOD .

7

*MARIL:

# They weren't craw:ling with
disgusting pesticides

8

*ROY:

## Conceptual pesticides .

9

*MARIL:

## &{1=P Whatever &}1=P .

10

*ROY:

## Pesticides of the mind .
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In line 1, Roy uses volume, tempo and intonation on

both of the words "probably" and "wash" to illustrate a
contrast in the idea that back then there were no

pesticides on the produce.

This contrast is made more

salient on the words "know" and "on." In line 4, there is
also the lengthening of the words, "know" and "on" to

emphasize that people were ignorant to the fact that
produce was contaminated with toxic chemicals.

Moreover,

Roy employs louder volume when uttering the words "know"
and "on" to stress the idea that people years ago were

ignorant to this information.

This use of volume to

emphasize these words implies that the entire idea of toxic

chemicals is ludicrous.
In lines 5 and 6, Maril laughs, which seems to imply

that Roy's assessment of people's awareness about such
things as pesticides is trueln other words, she does not

pick up on the fact he is being sarcastic.

The evidence

for this implication comes in line 7 when Maril makes the

claim in a serious tone of voice that in the past people

did not have to wash their produce because they weren't
"crawling with disgusting pesticides." To emphasize the

fact that Maril believes the opposite of her husband, Maril
utters the word "crawling" with a rising- falling
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intonation and lengthening of the primary stress "crawl" to

emphasize and imply that all of the produce today indeed
This idea is further

contaminated with pesticides.

emphasized when Maril utters "crawling" with drawn out

syllables and by making this word louder than the

surrounding discourse.

All of these contextualization cues

signal Maril’s attitudinal stance on the subject of

pesticides, also illustrating that she didn’t not uptake
Roy’s sarcasm despite that in line 8 Roy uses a sarcastic
tone of voice to imply that Maril is incorrect in her

stance on pesticides.
Another contextualization cue that Roy employs to ’’do”

sarcasm is volume.

Roy increases the loudness of

"conceptual" and pesticides to emphasize and imply that

Maril is crazy, and it is all in her head.

He also puts

forth his own position—that produce is not crawling with
pesticides.

He explicitly states this in line 10 by saying

"pesticides of the mind".

However, between lines 8 and 10,

both uttered by Roy, Maril utters the word "whatever" to
illustrate her disagreement with Roy.

Prosodically, the

loudness of this utterance is very soft and she utters this

word below her normal pitch range, which suggests that
Maril wants to disagree with her husband's assessment of
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her beliefs about pesticides but not so much that she wants

to continue the argument.

'Whatever' and The Fall/Rise Contour

Example D

Catholic_whatever_3
0.00316294738

0.5615

0.001323

Time (s)
Figure 4.

Fall/Rise "That’s stupid"

The excerpt associated with Example D is a good

example of how volume, laughter and register contribute to
the pragmatic meaning of 'whatever' in this context.

In

this example, the speaker uses the "loaded" lexical item

'whatever' to illustrate the speaker’s attitudinal stance
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surrounding the events in the story.

The pragmatic meaning

of this particular utterance can be viewed as synonymous

with "That is so stupid" as this token "marks material as
other-authored and at the same time signals the speaker's
disaffiliation with, or opposition to, it's content"

(Kleiner, 1998, p. 602).
This is a face-to-face conversation recorded in

Albuquerque, New Mexico.

a baby.

There are three participants and

Lisa and Kevin are siblings; Marie (the baby's

mother) is a friend of Lisa’s.

In this particular segment,

the participants are gossiping about a girl who is

Pentecostal and making fun of her spiritual beliefs.

(Refer to appendix for transcription key).
1

LISA:

&=in Well

2

she said um

3

## she asked if I had # went and got
ashes on my

4

forehead yet .

5

LISA:

6

7

&=in A:nd um

## I don’t remember what she said .
LISA:

&=in Something she just said

8

&{1=VOX well Jesus is in your heart

9

not on your forehead &}1=VOX
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10

LISA:

Or something .

11

MARIE:

&=laugh &=ex
[ And I was just like ] +. . .

12
13

KEVIN:

[ &=laugh &=laugh &=laugh &=laugh
£=laugh J &=laugh £=laugh £=laugh
£=laugh [2 £=laugh £=laugh J 2 &=laugh .

14

LISA:

[2 &= laugh ]2
[3 &=in I was ]3 [4 just like ]4 +...

15
16

KEVIN:

[3 £=laugh ]3 .

17

MARIE:

[3 &=SQUEAL J 3 .

18

KEVIN:

[4 You tolj4d me that

19

but it's still stupid .

20

KEVIN:

I mfean ] +. . .

21

LISA:

[ It's J just like

22

well

23

you know

24

you just proved that you absolutely
know nothing

25

about the Catholic religion .

26

KEVIN:

[ &=laugh £=laugh &=laugh ] &=laugh [2
&=laugh ]2

27

LISA:

[2 You know what I mean ]2

28

£=laugh
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29

That [% laugh] [ was [% laugh] never [%
laugh] the

30

point +...

31

KEVIN:

[ &=laugh &=laugh J .

32

LISA:

[2 you know ]2 ?

33

LISA:

# So

whatever.

The most salient prosodic cue in this example is

volume.

Throughout the entire dialogue, the participants

get louder at important and salient parts of the story.
According to Wennerstrom (2001), exaggerated volume has

been shown to play a role in signaling to the hearer those
parts of the story that are most salient.

For example, the

volume remains consistent until lines 7 and 8 when Lisa

imitates the girl they are gossiping about by saying in a
sing-song tone, "Jesus is in your heart—not on your

forehead!" This is louder because it is what the entire
conversation is about—how ignorant the girl they are

gossiping about really is.
The volume gets even louder in lines 12 through 18

when Kevin and Marie laugh at how ignorant the Pentecostal
girl is about Catholicism.

The laughter remains quite loud

until line 33 when Marie says "so whatever." She utters
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this in a dismissive and quiet voice, possibly signaling
that she no longer wishes to talk about such ignorant

people.

Furthermore, Marie says "whatever" in the lower
portion of her register.

Again, one of the prosodic

features available for examination is register, as it is
another

aspect of intonation beyond the intonation phrase,

which cues inferences in interactional discourse.

Much

like intonation, speakers use register interactionally to

signal many meanings, such as excitement and doubt (Celce-

Murcia, Brinton and Goodwin, 1996).

Much like falling

pitch at the end of a sentence that signals completion or
finality, it can be suggested that the lower in a person's

register someone utters 'whatever', the more dismissive the
meaning.

Simply put, because register is another aspect of

intonation, register can be used as a context cue to signal

emotion, much like intonation and volume can be manipulated
for interactive purposes.
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'Whatever' and The Flat Contour

Example E

bord_members_whatever_l 0

Time (s)
Figure 5.

Flat "I'm not sure"

The pragmatic meaning or meta-message of 'whatever' in

example E is "I'm not sure, but it doesn't matter," just
like example A. However, unlike example, A which was a

rise/fall pattern, this example is a flat contour as
exemplified above.

Moreover, there is very little pitch

expansion and the utterance is in the speaker's middle
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register (about 120 hz).

This implies that the speaker is

not using 'whatever' to signal his emotional or attitudinal

stance.

So in this case, the prosodic features being

employed do not function paralinguistically like the

previous three examples.
The following conversation is between two men who are

board members of a local organization.

They are discussing

an upcoming retreat when one of the board members becomes

confused as to how many new board members there are.
Intonation, volume and tempo are the prosodic features
which illustrate the way the pragmatic meaning and the

prosodic features employed within this context are directly

influenced by the way this token functions in conversation.
(See appendix for transcription key).
1

*PHIL:

2

I said I want you to stay through the
board retreat .

3

*BRAD:

#

4

*PHIL:

L i says J

I wanted him

[ Yeah ]

•

5

and the reason is

6

because I said we need people who know

7

&=in I said right now we have

8

## You know
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# fou:r new board members ?

9

10

*PHIL:

# Or [ five ] .

11

*BRAD:

[ Yeah J .

12

*PHIL:

# You know +...

13

*BRAD:

# [ Yeah ] .

14

*PHIL:

[ Four J

whatever .

15
16

*BRAD:

# Four new board +/

17

*BRAD:

# T yeah ].

In line 8 Phil claims that there are four board
members, but in line 10 he shows his uncertainty about the

number of board members by listing another possible number—

"five."

In line 9, this uncertainty is signaled by Phil’s

use of rising intonation to show this uncertainty by making

"four new board members" a question.

His doubt is further

signaled by the lengthening of the syllable in the word
"four" in line 9.

This lengthening puts focus on the

number "four", implying doubt about the accuracy of this
number.

Also, Phil utters this word quickly, to excuse

that fact that he is uncertain about the number of board

members.

Then in line 14 he continues to show uncertainty
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by going back to his original estimate of how many board

members there are—"four."

But in line 15, using a flat

intonation contour to express his uncertainty about the

number of board members and the unimportance of how many
board members there are now, he utters 'whatever'.

To

further signal his uncertainty, Phil says "Whatever" with
lower volume than the surrounding discourse, implying that
the number of board members is unimportant to the

information at hand (having a retreat).
Therefore, this particular token functions to

illustrate a lack of commitment to the accuracy of his
estimations provided in the previous turns.

Moreover, this

use of ’whatever1 functions to manage information as the

speaker has problem retrieving from memory how many board

members there are as well as to downplay the significance
of the missing and\or incorrect information in terms of the

speaker's larger discourse role (Kleiner, 2006).

Discussion

Following the CA and IS approaches, I was able to
determine the pragmatic meaning of the various types of the
discourse marker 'whatever' by examining the utterances
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before and after the speaker says 'whatever'.

In other

words, I could see how participants were using the

discourse marker 'whatever' to signal, via implicature,
particular kinds of attitudinal or emotional displays.
Not only did the pragmatic meaning, and hence,

speaker's intent come from the order of the discourse and
the interactional goal of the participants and their

orientation towards each other, but the prosodic features

of tempo, pitch and volume also influenced the meaning as
well as reflect the speaker's/hearer's stance.

So, based

on the different intonation contours present in the Santa

Barbara American English corpus, all but the last example
employ paralinguistic features which serve as context cues

to signal the speaker's intended pragmatic meaning.

And

because the prosodic features function as paralanguage,

there is much variation in the pragmatic meanings.

In sum, based on the tokens from the corpus, my
findings are similar to Benus, Gravano and Hirschberg’s
(2007) findings in that the pragmatic meanings of this

discourse marker can vary greatly depending on the context.
These tokens seem to function on a continuum of neutral to

negative meaning.

In other words, when 'whatever'

functions as a filler item to show that a speaker cannot
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recall the idea or word they wish to say, the pragmatic

meaning is neutral.

However, when 'whatever' functions as

an evaluation or to terminate the conversation, the
pragmatic meaning tends to be more negative.

Moreover,

there is no one intonation pattern that is associated with

any given pragmatic meaning or function, and because there
is no consistent pattern, many of the cues then employ
other prosodic and paralinguistic features to create the

various pragmatic meanings.
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CHAPTER FOUR

CONCLUSION

Introduction

Based on the data from the conversations I analyzed, I
found a total of 50 uses of 'whatever' when they functioned

as a discourse marker, 46 of those tokens functioning as a
filler.

Of these 46 tokens, 14 of them were unintelligible

because there were too many people talking at once or there
was too much background noise, and thus I was unable to get

a good recording in order to feed them in Praat in order to
see the intonation contours.

Of the 33 tokens I was able

to record and analyze, 27 had a rise-fall intonation

contour.

Two had a fall-rise pattern, while three tokens

had a flat contour.

Function and Pragmatic Meaning

The majority of the tokens functioned as filler items

when a speaker was unable to retrieve the word from memory
and to signal doubt about the validity\certainty of their
utterance.

The pragmatic meaning was equivalent to " I

don’t know... something like that." The majority of these
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tokens had a rise/fall intonation pattern (example A), but

some of these tokens also had a flat intonation pattern

(example E).
Only two tokens functioned to shut down the
conversation—examples B and C. Pragmatically, the meaning
of these two tokens is very negative and is pragmatically
equivalent to "shut up.

I don't care what you

think/say/do, etc." Both examples B and C also had a rise

fall pattern, but with much more expansion in pitch,
signaling negative emotions.
The final token, example D, functioned as an

evaluation by the speaker of the prior utterance, the other

interlocutors or both.

This example is pragmatically

equivalent to "she's so stupid." Example D has a fall-rise
pattern with some pitch expansion.

This intonation pattern

only occurred twice in the data.

Implications

Thus, based on the tokens I was able to analyze, I can
conclude that there is no consistent intonation pattern
that is associated with any one particular pragmatic

meaning unlike Ferrera's (1987) findings.
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Instead, the

pragmatic meaning is recoverable from the conversational

context as well as other prosodic features such as volume,

timing, register, and paralinguistic features (laughter and
tone of voice).

According to Kuper-Selting (1996)

intonation is seen as a prime contextualization cue.

Yet

intonation -in the restricted sense of pitch configuration-

rarely functions alone to cue an interpretive frame.

The

same frame may be cued by timing and volume as well.

In

fact, frames are cued best (most reliably) when their

signals are multi-faceted and come in clusters (Auer,
.
1996)

Additionally, some uses of 'whatever' found in this

corpus seems to signal the speaker's attitudinal stance

when 'whatever' functions as an evaluation or to show the
speaker's desire to terminate the conversation.

According

to Wennerstrom (2001) prosodic features can be manipulated
to convey a speaker’s emotional or attitudinal stance.

For

example, this study found that volume is another contextual
cue that, depending on the context, can imply doubt,
disagreement on the part of the speaker.

Wennerstrom

refers to these context cues (laughter and tone of voice)
as paralinguistic features which help the listener gauge
the speakers emotional or attitudinal stance and therefore
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enable the listener to infer the pragmatic meaning of the

discourse marker within that context.

Therefore, it seems

to be the manipulation of prosodic features in context—not
only the intonation pattern— that help to contribute to
the varying pragmatic meanings of 'whatever' that

functioned to evaluate an utterance or terminate the
conversation or topic at hand.

For example, much like my

findings, findings from Benus, Gravano and Hirshberg (2007)

state that pitch range also affects the pragmatic meaning;
the more negative uses of whatever feature a larger pitch

range, especially when the pitch excursion begins on the
first syllable.

By applying Interactional Sociolinguistics

(Gumperz,

1982) and Conversation analysis (Sacks, Schegloff and

Jefferson, 1974) in this study, I investigated the various

intonation contours of the discourse marker "whatever" and
discovered that other prosodic features help to contribute
to the various pragmatic meanings.

In other words, there

is no one consistent intonation pattern that implies a
particular pragmatic meaning.

Instead, I have attempted

to illustrate how prosodic features influence and
contribute to the pragmatic meaning of the discourse

marker "whatever" in face-to-face conversation.
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Therefore, based on these findings, one can argue that a
combination of volume, timing, pitch range, paralinguistic

features, and conversational context is responsible for
evoking the interpretive frame and hence the pragmatic

meaning.

Although I performed a qualitative analysis of how
volume, timing and other prosodic features contribute to
the pragmatic meaning, I did not quantitatively measure

those prosodic cues other than the intonation contours

themselves.

Therefore, it would be of interest to

quantitatively measure volume, timing and register.

For

example, in terms of volume, how loud or soft does an

utterance have to be in order to determine what the
pragmatic meaning of "whatever" is?

In other words, is

there a correlation between a soft utterance and doubt or
dismissivness?

Or is there a consistent correlation

between a loud utterance and disagreement?

Furthermore,

one thing Benus, Gravano, and Hershberg (2007) found was

that some flat pitch contours of the word "whatever" also

implied boredom.
However, I did not find such examples in my data, but

it would be interesting to see if or how volume contributes
to this particular pragmatic meaning.
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In other words, when

"whatever" implies boredom, is the volume softer than the
surrounding discourse?
It would also be of interest to see if there is a
correlation between how quickly or how slowly "whatever" is
uttered and the particular pragmatic meaning in context.

Does a speaker tend to say "whatever" more quickly when
they are in disagreement or when "whatever" is used to

dismiss an utterance or is used as a filler, as "whatever"

in these contexts imply that the previous utterance is not

important for the overall interpretation of the following
discourse?

Another possible avenue for further research based on
the findings of this study would be to perform an more in
depth examination of the role that tone of voice plays in
the construction of the pragmatic meaning of "whatever" in

context, because some uses of 'whatever' found in this
corpus seems to signal the speaker's attitudinal stance

when 'whatever' functions as an evaluation or to show the
speaker's desire to terminate the conversation.

According

to Wennerstrom (2001) prosodic features can be manipulated
to.convey a speaker’s emotional or attitudinal stance.

And

because it seems that both register and tone of voice play

a role in determining the attitudinal stance, and hence the
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pragmatic meaning of "whatever," these features should be

examined.
As I have tried to illustrate in this thesis, prosody
is crucial in determining the full meaning of an utterance,

as it influences the pragmatic meaning.

As mentioned

previously, studies of the prosody of discourse markers
have been sporadic, and much remains to be discovered

through the investigation of data from other corpora, in
other dialects and in other genres.

So, thanks to movies from the 90s like 'Clueless' and

songs like 'Smells like Teen Spirit' by Nirvana, the word

"whatever" has become commonly used as an interjection in
everyday conversation.

influence,

As a result of pervasive media

'whatever' in spoken American discourse has

taken on new meanings and now indicates scorn,

indifference, disbelief, and annoyance when this word is
used in particular conversational contexts.

My response to

the forty-seven percent of Americans who dislike this word-

-whatever!
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APPENDIX A
TRANSCRITION KEY
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Basic
@

laugh ( 1 symbol per number of laughs)

[ ]

overlap

[2 ]

overlap (2nd set)

#

unintelligible (one symbol per syllable)

( )

analyst remarks

#word

transcribed words are uncertain

Boundary

falling intonation followed by a noticeable pause
(as at the end of a declarative sentence)
rising intonation followed by noticeable pause
(like at the end of a question)

+

continuing intonation

%

marks tempo as faster than surrounding discourse
marks tempo as slower than surrounding discourse

&

use only when 2nd speaker intervenes

Itlc

primary syllabic stress

wor—

truncated word
lengthened syllable
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Interactive

<MISC> </MISC> various notations for manner of speaking
<VOX> </VOX>

bold

voice of another

volume is louder than surrounding discourse

This Key was adapted from:
Bucholtz, M., & Du Bois, J. (2006). Transcription symbols
by delicacy: Levels 1-4. In transcription in action:
resources for the representation of linguistic
interaction.
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